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Fire to ashes to dust. 


Author's Notes: 
A story about Rammstein's "Rosenrot" videoclip and about the question of how much living might be left not in 


a person who is executed, but in the executioner... 


„Brother Richard! Brother Richard, wake up! " 

He woke up quickly when a big hand shook him, so quickly that he could still hear his own screams dying away 
in the first grayish morning light. He opened his eyes, grateful that Brother Christoph had taken enough pity 
on him and had torn him out of this terrible nightmare. He had seen the fires of hell, again. 

Not that he wasn't used to dreams of purgatory, to demons feasting on the souls of sinners in a limitless plain 
full of spears and knives, daggers and swords surrounded by flames, and his own soul amongst them. 
Throughout his whole life he had seen and heard his poor soul screaming and yelling and begging for relief 
while devils dug their claws into it - even in childhood. But never before had his soul looked up to him like thé. 


He sat up straighter and saw two more faces turned to him, his brothers in faith Christian and Oliver. Father 
Christian eyed him ungraciously. 

"It would be much better for you to stay awake and spend the night waking and praying. It is our duty to 
Brother Till." 

"Yes, father", Richard replied. "Forgive me. | won't do it again" 

"Well, / should think so’, Father Christian retorted, turned back to the crucifix on the small altar they had set 
up in a corner of the room and started to say another rosary. 

Nobody asked why he had screamed. Nobody asked whether he was okay. Why would they? Of course he was 
not okay. Nobody could possibly be okay the night before an execution, much less the night before the 
execution of a brother. 

Richard looked around in the dimly lit room. 

Brother Oliver had gone back to his meditation. Brother Christoph in the chair next to him stared down on his 
open bible, his fingers idly playing with the small crucifix attached to his rosary. They both were, of course, 
unhappy, but also very quiet. 

His sweeping gaze was finally caught by a sight that stabbed him like one of the hellish knives from his 
nightmare. Brother Paul sat in a dark corner, staring at the altar candle's tiny flame with an expression of 
terror on his face. The same expression of terror and defeat his own soul had displayed in his nightmare. The 
same facial features even. 

If only his soul hadn't started to wear Brother Paul's face. 

If only he hadn't met Brother Paul at all 

If only they had both stayed in their respective monasteries, the way a monk should. 

But the church had called upon all congregations in the country to send their members on missionary journeys, 
every year from Easter to The Feast of the Most Holy Name of the Blessed Virgin Mary in September. They 
were supposed to visit the villages up in the mountains and far away from the big cities, villages that often 
were so poor that they didn't have a church, much less a clergyman. The priests and monks sent on these 
trips were to preach to the people there, hear their confessions, perform marriages and baptize the children. 
It was Brother Richard's fourth trip of that kind and so far, he had always enjoyed them, had enjoyed 
traveling, being with brothers from other communities, and meeting people. 

This year, though, he had met Brother Paul. 

According to the monks’ rule of silence, they didn't spend their time with idle chitchat - if they spoke, then 
about spiritual affairs only. But in the evenings, they of course talked a bit in private every now and then, and 
so Richard had learned that Brother Paul had spent his whole life in a small Cistercian monastery in the north 
and now had left it for the first time since childhood. 

Brother Richard had been attracted by his innocence right away. Paul had never done anything but praying, 
studying the Holy Scripture and working in the monastery's orchard since the then just five monks of St. 
Georges had taken him in as an orphan. He had never heard a harsh word in his life and therefore never spoke 
one himself, and the people in the villages loved and trusted him most of all because he never preached about 
hell and damnation, but instead of God's grace and his love for everything He created. 

Richard, on the other hand, had already been a grown man when he had first heard the thesis that God might 
love him for the first time. He had believed in God, of course he had. His father had beaten the fear of God 
into him, no doubt. The first thing Richard had understood as a child was that there was a place called hell, and 
also a thing called sin that made you end up there. A sin, by his father's definition, was everything that wasn't 


work or prayer. Laughing was a sin. Not liking what his mother had cooked was a sin, as well as liking the food 


too much and asking for more. Playing, speaking without permission, fighting with his brothers and sisters was 
a sin. Even thinking was dangerous. At five years old, Richard was completely convinced that just being him 
would earn him a place in some hellish pot where demons would cook him for the rest of eternity. 

That was why he had decided to become a priest. He wanted to find a way to not go to hell. The priests, he 
had figured, were able to forgive sins after confession, so they surely knew how to not sin in the first place. 
They surely felt content and at peace with this angry God who thought of nothing but damming sinners to hell 
and whom he imagined to look like his father, just a thousand times bigger. 


"This isn't right" Brother Paul's voice interrupted his thoughts. "We cannot do this. | cannot do this. | can't. | 
just can't!" 

"Then kneel down and pray for strength!" Father Christian commanded in an angry tone, without even looking up. 
"| did, but it didn't help!" Panic was creeping into the young monk's voice, like this was the first time that a 
prayer didn't comfort him. "We mustn't do that, it's a sin, its a terrible sin" 

"A sin?" Now Father Christian at least lifted an eyebrow. "It would be a sin to let this murderer live. And now 
kneel down and pray!" 

"But he is our brother!" Paul exclaimed. "Brother Till might be a sinner and should surely be arrested and 
brought up before court, but." 

"BROTHER PAUL, | ORDER YOU TO SILENCE!" Father Christian shouted. "PRA Y!" 

Everyone in the room winced, but Brother Paul obeyed and slumped down to the floor, weeping bitterly but 
clasping his hands nonetheless. 

It was this softness of Brother Paul's heart that Brother Richard had found appealing from the moment they 
had met. A lot of clergymen were so much different, including Richard himself. Because the first thing he had 
found out when he started to study theology was this: Neither the older students nor the teachers where 
what he had hoped them to be - calm and confident, their rooms in heaven already booked. Instead, the 
permanent struggle to become a person God could not possibly cast away from His most holy presence and 
the resulting fear to still not be good enough had numbed and hardened their hearts. Very soon, Richard had 
felt his own heart tuning cold while his nightmares continued and his soul couldn't get one step closer to 
salvation from the pits of fire he already felt around himself. Drivenness had swept him away. Instead of going 
to confession once a week, like his father had made him do back in the day, he had started to go there more 
and more often because the relief of the confessor's ego te absolvo had lasted for periods of time that grew 
shorter and shorter until he didn't feel relief at all anymore. The next sinful thought seemed to form in his 
brain the second he got out of the confessional, and as if it hadn't been enough to permanently dream of 
burning to death and still being unable to die, he now also started dreaming of washing and still being unable to 
get clean. Sure, the Holy Bible said that God was love and had sent His Son so that all sins could be forgiven, 
but he had never met anyone who had acted as if this was true until he had started traveling with brothers 
in faith, some of whom seemed to have succeeded where Richard himself had failed, and had made peace with 
God. 

Brother Paul definitely was one of them. Raised in the peaceful atmosphere of a monastery by a handful of 
elderly monks he described as strict but also very loving, the possibility of him going to hell didn't even seem 
to even occur to him, and what he had to tell the people was stunningly simple: God loves you and wants you 
with Him in heaven, so all you have to do is to turn to Him, to sincerely repent of your sins, to accept His 
forgiveness, and heaven is where you will go. The first time Richard had heard him preaching like this, he had 
been seriously wondering whether Brother Paul believed in the same God he prayed to. He hadn't even dared to 


ask the other monk how on earth he could be so calm, so absolutely sure that this frightful entity Richard 
himself felt watched by 24/1 actually meant well for people. The question felt so stupid because Paul preached 
nothing that could not be found in the Holy Scripture and nothing Richard himself had not read hundreds of 
times in his life. But how could Paul make the same words sound so different, how could he make something 
that had always felt like a threat to Richard sound like a promise? 

Father Christian, who led this missionary journey, wasn’t particularly happy about Brother Paul's way to 
interpret the bible for the people in the villages. These folks, he said, were lax enough when it came to their 
religious duties, and fear was the only way to make them turn back to church. He couldn't find faults in Paul's 
preachment, though. They had contentions, contentions Richard followed silently, hoping that they would reach 
an agreement so that he could at least be sure once again what kind of God he was praying to at all. But they 
never did. Brother Paul kept on preaching about forgiveness. Father Christian kept on preaching about 
damnation 

It was this confidence, this certainty that had drawn Richard towards Paul right from the start. Then it had 
been his smile, his soft voice, his gentle way of placing his hands on the heads of the children during 
benediction. Then his way of directing his brothers’ attention to a precious flower or other pieces of creation, 
pointing out how nice it was of God to not just make these things functional, but also beautiful. And then... In 
hindsight, it seemed almost inevitable to Richard that he had fallen in love with Brother Paul and had started 
to look at him in a way he knew a priest should never look at anyone. 

Of course they had to wash every now and then. And where else should they do it than in the creeks or the 
clear mountain lakes, far away from where women or children could have witnessed them taking off their 
clothes? Sure enough, it was dangerous to take off your clothes in front of your brothers as well. Or in 
general. The celibate was the one sacrifice that was the hardest to offer, but it was the only way for a priest 
or monk to prevent him from committing what Richard had learned to be the worst sin of all. 

Lechery. 

This sensation all over his body when Brother Paul had pushed the white fabric of his habit off his shoulders, 
just down to his waist, nothing more. This sensation in his fingertips when the urge to touch this man's pale 
skin had almost overwhelmed him. The way his lips had felt when they wanted to be placed on Brother Paul's 
smiling mouth in what would not have stayed a brotherly kiss for a second but would have turned into sin and 
damnation right away. 

He knew that he should stay away from Brother Paul, but it was impossible. Everything about this man 
attracted Richard in a million different ways, most of them not even inappropriate, and not being near his 
warmth, his friendliness, his compassion and, yes, also his faith and his way of talking to God like a child would 
talk not to a father but to a mother - just the mere thought of not being close to all this caused Richard real 
and physical pain in his chest by now. 

The problem wasn't even that he loved Brother Paul. According to the Holy Scripture, he was supposed to love 
him, wasn't he. The real problem had started when Richard had given in to Akedia, the noonday demon, one day 
and this dream had come to him. This dream of doing all these sinful things to Brother Paul, with his fingers, 
with his mouth, with his whole body even. This dream in which Brother Paul had been so surprised about 
Richard's advances but had not resisted in the slightest when Richard had kissed and caressed him like a 
woman might be caressed in the world of those who had not taken the monks’ vows. 

Richard had woken up to the sound of Father Christian's voice telling him not to sleep by that time of the day, 
and a huge wave of guilt had engulfed him on the spot. Not just because in his sleep, his body had reacted to 


what he had envisioned even though his voluminous robe had hidden his arousal. He was a sinner, so what 


would you expect, and anyway, Father Christian could make him feel guilty with just one look whenever he 
chose. But he had felt even guiltier about Brother Paul, like he had really done to him what he had been 
dreaming about, had really robbed him of his innocence and besmirched his pure soul with the deadly sin of his 
lust. He still was unable to stay away from Brother Paul, but he couldn't look into his eyes anymore after this. 
What had happened instead was Brother Paul looking into Richard's eyes. Every night. In every dream Richard 
dreamed, in ever dream about the fires of hell, in every dream that showed him his soul burned and tortured 
by demons and other hellish creatures, this very soul had now started wearing Brother Paul's dear face. And 
night after night, his eyes were asking him, what have | done fo deserve this kind of punishment? 

But it was only now that Brother Paul did really look at all of them exactly that same way. Or worse, actually. 
And all because Brother Till had given in to a different kind of demon. 

At least that was the explanation they had found for what he had done. And really, what else could have made 
a monk slaughter this poor family of peasants except for being possessed by a demon, a demon that had made 
him want to in return posses the family's pretty young daughter and made him believe that only if he 
committed the horrid crime of stabbing her parents to death in the middle of the night, she would be free to 
live with him? And that was also, according to Father Christian, why they had to burn Brother Till instead of 
simply handing him over to lawmen. The demon would not leave this misguided man's soul alone and would drag 
it straight to hell if they weren't separated by fire. Of course this meant that Brother Till would die. But he 
would die anyway if they had delivered him to justice. A murderer had forfeited his right to live in this 
country. And if they hanged him while the demon was still possessing Brother Till, he would be damned forever. 
If they burned him, the fire would at least purify his soul. 

Brother Paul sobbed. 

"| can't do that", he said again. "We can't do that. It's a sin. God doesn't want us to do this! Thou shalt not kill, 
that's what he said! He can still redeem Brother Till!" 

Father Christian got up, a tower looming over the others. 

"The demon that befell Brother Till will never let go of any of its victims, except when driven out by flames. 
All that is left for us to do is to pray for his soul." 

Brother Paul, still on his knees, now took hold of the seam of Father Christian's robe. 

"That's not in the Holy Bible!" he cried. "It says thou shalt not killl It says let hm who is without sin cast the first 
stone! It says to forgive our brothers not seven times, but seventy-seven times! Please, Father, have mercy!" 
The look in Father Christian's eyes grabbed hold of Richard's heart like an iron fist. It felt like he was back in 
childhood, just seconds away from his father reaching for the rod and giving him a foretaste of what was 
waiting for him in the afterlife. 

"Brother Paul, | wish that the monks of St. Georges had beaten some respect and obedience into you when 
they had the chance", he said coldly. The question who might have beaten these things into Father Christian or 
had beaten all traces of warmth and kindness out of him briefly flashed through Richard's mind. "Brother 
Oliver." 

The tall Benedictine slowly looked up. Father Christian reached for a scourge. 

"Take Brother Paul to a quiet place and see that this lapse it made up for once and for all" 

Paul started breathing labouredly, but he didn't say anything when he got up and took the scourge from the 
other man's hand. He just cast a helpless look at Richard and Brother Christoph. 

"Brother Paul, please pull yourself together", Brother Christoph said, his voice hoarse with grief as if Brother 
Till was already dead; he was a kind and compassionate man, after all. "This will happen, with or without your 


consent. It would be better for you if you could stop fighting it, though. Now go. | will pray for you." 


Silent tears started running down Brother Paul's face once again when Brother Oliver pointed at the doorway. A 
moment later, they were gone, and Richard shuddered. It was like this short figure dressed in white was led 
away by a shadow or a ghost. 

Brother Oliver was an eerie character. Unreal. It was like this man had no heart, not even feelings. He wasn't 
harsh like Father Christian, not at all, was never dogmatic or judgmental, was never angry, nor sad, nor happy. 
He was just.. there. Or rather, his body was. Richard would not have gone as far as to say that Brother Oliver 
possessed no soul at all, but if he had one, then it was in a place far away from his body. No matter what 
this body did, eating, traveling, praying, it was like meanwhile, his soul quietly sat in a library, reading an 
interesting book, or solitarily walked through the colonnades of a monastery, lost in contemplation. This place 
was so deep down inside this guy that nothing could get through to his soul anymore, and Richard had the 
strong suspicion that Oliver's body and soul were so out of touch with each other that these two parts would 
not even die the same day. He didn't know what had happened to this man, whether he had done this to himself 
or someone else had. All he knew was that Brother Oliver's back was basically one huge scar. 

And suddenly, Richard knew what Father Christian had ordered Brother Oliver to do; maybe without even 
knowing exactly what he did there himself. He had ordered him to do the same to Brother Paul, to push this 
beautiful, innocent soul of his into a place where it couldn't be touched anymore, neither by pain nor by grief, 
neither by the beauty of a flower nor by the joy of traveling with brothers in faith and being able to spread 
the Word of God. He wanted Paul to come back from wherever these two were going right now with eyes like 
Oliver's - miles and miles of dark tunnels with nothing but silent and lonely colonnades at the other end. 

He jumped up, left the room and stormed out of the house, just to realize that he had no idea where his 
brothers had gone. He looked around, but the still uncertain morning light revealed nothing but the houses of 
the village and the black forest behind it that looked like a massive wall. Where were they? 

"Brother Oliver!" Richard yelled desperately. "Brother Oliver, don't do it! Don't do that to him!" 

No answer. No movement anywhere. Just Brother Christoph who suddenly stood next to him in the doorway. 
"Don't rob the villagers of the sacrament of sleep, Brother Richard’, he said quietly. 

Richard grabbed Brother Christoph's sleeve. 

"Do you have any idea where Brother Oliver took him?" he asked hurriedly. "I know that there is no way to 
save Brother Till, but we cannot lose yet another brother today! We cannot let Brother Oliver beat Paul's soul 
out of his body!" 

"He won't", Brother Christoph replied. "He won't even touch Brother Paul. Paul has to do this himself. Nobody 
can do it for him." 

Richard blinked, confused. 

"Himself..2" 

"Of course.” Brother Christoph led Richard to a small bench, where they sat down. "I'd wish that it wasn't 
necessary, but there are only two options when you have to do what we will have to do before this day is 
over. You tear yourself in two and send the sensitive and vulnerable part of yours to a place where it can't be 
harmed - or you let the sight of your brother burning and dying hit it and crush it into a thousand 
irreparable pieces. You know Brother Paul. What would you think it would do to him to light this stake on fire if 
he hadn't first removed his soul from where it is now, right on the surface?" 

Richard thought of Brother Paul, on his knees, weeping and begging Father Christian to spare Brother Tils life. 
Christoph was right - what was about to happen would break him. Then, for some reason, he also thought of 
the monks of St. Georges. He had struggled so hard to not let his inappropriate desires show in any way, both 
for Brother Paul's own good and because he would have felt infinitely ashamed to let Paul return to the men 


who had raised him so carefully with his body desecrated and his soul corrupted by things a monk wasn't 
supposed to even think How could Father Christian, how could Brother Oliver, how could they all let him go back 
home with no soul at all? 

"What do you know about this..2" he asked Brother Christoph, his voice shaky. 

"Not much", the latter replied. "Not more than you, too, learned from scourging yourself. You know what 
happens in your head after a while there, don't you?" 

"You... forget", Richard said slowly. "Although it's not really like you cannot remember.. You still remember 
everything, but you forget how things felt. You forget why you ever thought that these things might be of 
any significance. The pain covers up every other feeling, and you cannot think of anything else anymore. You 
want it to stop because it hurts. But you also want it to go on forever, in a way, because it also covers your 
worries, your failures and your sinful thoughts..." 

"That's true; your soul retreats to a peaceful place’. Brother Christoph confirmed. "Don't you think that it is 
better for our brother's soul to finds such a place than to be crushed?" 

Brother Richard stared at where the sky began to slowly change color. 

"But that's not really what Father Christian told Brother Oliver to do - once and for all, that's how he put it", 
he mused. "The soul usually comes back from that place after a while, doesn't it? We all did this on this 
journey, several times, and all our souls always came back - except for Brother Oliver's. It's like he didn't bring 
his soul along at all, almost like he doesn't even have ore..." 

"You can take this far, very far", Brother Christoph said slowly, like he was scared of spilling a dangerous 
secret. "Too far, maybe, but who am | to judge.. See, the Lord gave us the ability to feel physical pain so that 
we know when something is wrong with us, that we can get ourselves out of harm's way or don't use an 
injured limb so that it can heal. In His wisdom, He didn't want our bodies and our souls to be divided because 
normally, the soul is responsible for not only controlling, but also taking care of the body's needs. They can be 
separated, though. The soul will leave in an act of self-preservation and go to a place of peace and silence if it 
realizes that its efforts to protect the body are being deliberately ignored. It will keep coming back, yes, but 
only so many times and not if what was done to the body is too severe to ever be forgotten" 

"Is that what happened to Brother Oliver?" Richard asked. Brother Christoph nodded. "But who did this to him, 
and why?" 

"| don't know why it happened; you realized that he rarely ever speaks at all, and never about himself", Brother 
Christoph replied. "But | am very sure that he did it his very own self, otherwise, it would not be this... 
perfect. You need to understand that the soul would resent every outside person who tried to do something 
like that, and such resentments would cause it to come back, for revenge, if nothing else. Brother Oliver's soul 
would not be so calm and detached all the time if he was holding a grudge against anyone. That's why | am 
convinced that what happened to him was his own doing." 

"And Brother Paul..2" Brother Richard asked. 

"He, too, will send his soul into the silence now. Brother Oliver will show him how to do it and will make sure 
that he doesn't put down the scourge before he succeeded. It's not an easy thing to achieve. You need 
guidance. You need encouragement when you want to quit, or someone to wake you up in case you faint. You 
need someone who forces you to keep going if necessary. And you need someone to watch over your body 
once the soul lets go." 

Brother Richard looked at the other man for a very long moment. Brother Christoph's eyes were sad. 

"He won't be the same after that", he stated. "Paul. Brother Oliver will bring back a different person" 


"Yes - and no", Brother Christoph said enigmatically. "Brother Oliver will bring back everything he took with 
him. But neither will we recognize Paul nor will he recognize us the way he used to do. He will of course 
remember our names and who we are, why we are here and what we are doing. But he will have forgotten 
how it felt to do it and how it felt to be with us." 

Richard jumped up. 

‘No’, he shouted. "| won't let Brother Oliver do this." He felt a sharp pain in his chest, the same pain he had 
felt when he had tried to stay away from Brother Paul in order to not be tempted to sin with him, just much 
stronger. "We cannot lose him. | cannot lose him." 

Brother Christoph got up as well and took hold of both of Richard's upper arms, so firmly that it hurt. 
"Brother Richard, listen to reason!" he demanded, his voice low. "We all sure do love Brother Paul the way he 
was until Today, but from tomorrow onwards, we will have to find a way to love him differently. Yes, he wil be 
a different person But he will /ve.| have seen people going completely crazy after seeing a brother or another 
loved one dying the way Brother Till will die at sunset. | have seen them running away and never being found 
again | have seen them turning into drunkards, pitiful shadows of the people they used to be. | have found 
them hanging by their necks or lying at the foot of their own church's tower, their bodies maimed and broken, 
because they could not stand it. Is that what you would want for Brother Paul?" 

"| would protect him", Richard hissed. 

"You?" Brother Christoph's grip softened, as did the look in his eyes. "Oh, Brother Richard." 

Richard waited for Christoph to continue, but the latter didn't. He just looked at him, nothing more. 

"What?" Richard spat after a while. 

"| see the way you look at Brother Paul", Brother Christoph finally said. "That's not what he will need, you know. 
He is a monk. You are a monk." 

Richard blushed, but it barely registered with him. He could not even muster a feeling of surprise when he 
understood that all this time, Brother Christoph had.. well, had known. 

"Then you do it", he demanded. "Or the monks of St. Georges. Anyone. Maybe you are right, maybe | am not 
worth being around Brother Paul to help him through what will happen. Just note that | would do anything for 
him. If | had to whip my indecent thoughts out of me every single day until kingdom come in order to help him, 
| would." 

"And it would be of no use." Christoph's grip on him tightened once more. 

"Well, maybe burning Brother Till is wrong then, and what Paul said about forgiveness and about The Lord 
being able to still redeem even a murderer is right!" 

Brother Christoph's eyes filled with tears. 

"Yes, maybe. Or maybe not. Sometimes, it is so hard for the sinners that we are to tell wrong from right. 
Maybe a time will come when they call us monsters and animals for what we will do to Brother Till. But for all 
we know today, it will at least save his soul." 

"And ours, what about that?" Richard asked. "Yours - or mine?" 

Really, he had enough nightmares already. He had seen himself burning thousands of times. He had seen 
Brother Paul burning in his place, not knowing who was who anymore. Now he would also see Brother Til 
burning. He sure was a sinner, but was that fair, dreaming of some kind of doom and destruction every single 
right for the rest of his life? He broke free from Brother Christoph, turned around and started running, 
towards the black and silent forest. 


In the evening, Brother Richard could not really recall what he had been doing all day long. His thoughts had 
revolved around both Brother Paul and Brother Till, around finding the former or freeing the latter from his 
prison in the village major's house, around running away with them, hiding in the woods for the rest of their 
lives and other half-baked ideas alike. Meanwhile, his legs had been moving incessantly. He had searched the 
forest for his brothers Paul and Oliver without finding just the slightest trace of them. Every now and then, 
he had returned to the village, hoping for them to be back, but they never were. Instead, he had seen Brother 
Christoph returning from hearing Brother Till's last confession, tears in his eyes and unable to say a single 
word - and Father Christian, taking a walk with the girl on his arm, the same girl the devil had used to drive 
Brother Till insane. They were walking down the same path he had seen Till walking down with her, and even 
though Richard didn't dare to doubt for a split second that Father Christian did anything but comforting this 
poor orphaned creature, the sight of them touched him in a very strange and disturbing way. It wasn't like 
Father Christian to comfort people. This was wrong. Just plain wrong, all of it. Seeing the villagers setting up 
the stake, right where they had offered them food not two days ago - wrong. The faces all around him, 
hardened by hatred for the man Richard had called Brother - wrong. Imagining Brother Till sitting in this small 
cellar, probably half-dead from fear already - wrong. Father Christian reading a Mass, completely unconcerned, 
as if nothing had happened at all - wrong. Brother Christoph clinging to his rosary, his eyes all empty, the 
small beads rapidly sliding through his fingers - wrong. Richard's own sorry attempts to find solace in prayer 
- wrong. 

And then, in the evening, the sight that was more wrong than all these things combined: Brother Oliver leading 
Brother Paul back to the village. People backed off and didn't say a single word when they walked right through 
the crowd, their heads bowed, their gazes fixed on the ground. 

A shadow had led away Brother Paul. Now two shadows returned from wherever they had been, and Richard 
instantly felt that Brother Christoph had been right: Paul was no longer Paul. And as the shell of the man he 
had fallen in love with finally passed him by, he also saw why. Christoph had warned him, but what he saw 
caused him to stumble backwards and slump down on the grass nonetheless. The back of Brother Paul's bright 
white habit was soaked with blood. Paul's own blood. 

Richard remembered him washing in a mountain lake, remembered the sun shining down on his immaculate 
white skin. If Brother Paul decided to take off his clothes in front of other people ever again, they would not 
get to see what he had seen back then. Nobody would. 

"Brother Richard, get up", Father Christian demanded, clearly disgusted by Richard's display of emotions. "There 
is just one more hour left, and | think it is very inappropriate for a priest to spend it sitting in the grass like a 
child." 

Richard got to his feet. His knees felt weak. Aside from Father Christian's voice, he could not hear anything 
but his blood whooshing through his veins when he followed the others to the house and into the room they 
had spent the last night in. 

Brother Paul and Brother Oliver already knelt at their small makeshift altar when he entered and the last rays 
of sun that fell through the window illuminated their backs. Richard felt the almost irresistible need to take 
off Paul's clothes, wash the blood off his skin and tend to his injuries - how was Paul supposed to ever 
recover from what he had done to himself if they left him alone with the results? 

But then he thought of how this man had knelt in the same spot on this very floor before, not calm and quiet 
like he was now, but his cheeks wet with tears and his mouth desperately begging for mercy on his friend's 
behalf. The hour of Brother Till's execution drew near. Would doing as he wanted to do and maybe calling Paul's 


soul back into his body that way really be a wise decision? Or had Brother Christoph been right and was 
bleeding and being in physical pain really the best state for Paul to be in right now? 

"Brother Paul." Father Christian's cold voice. Paul slightly turned his head without looking up. "| need to inform 
you that when our mission ends, you will not return to the monastery of St. Georges. You will accompany 
Brother Oliver to the abbey of Notre Dame, where you will stay in strict enclosure for further instruction. As 
| said earlier, you still have a lot to learn in many respects. And now go and change into a clean habit" 

"Yes, Father", Brother Paul whispered and quietly went next doors. 

Richard wanted to jump up and strangle Father Christian. Up until now, he had been wondering whether their 
leader knew what exactly he did when he ordered Brother Oliver to feach Paul, or whether he just wanted him 
to shut up or to see him punished for not indiscriminately accepting the death sentence imposed on Brother 
Till by a superior. But no, Father Christian had known. He had wanted this to happen. He had wanted this 
friendly, open and cheerful fellow turn into a stone, uncaring and cold - into someone like Father Christian 
himself. And really, was there a better way to make the charge in Brother Paul a permanent one than by 
robbing him of his home and of the comfort of being around the men he knew and loved and trusted? 

"It is time." 

Father Christian's words cut through the room's absolute silence right into Richard's heart. His brothers 
started to slowly get up and Richard tried to follow suit, but it took him several attempts before his shaking 
body showed any inclination to move. Nobody even thought of helping him. For Father Christian, it would have 
been beneath his dignity. Brother Oliver as well as Brother Paul did not register what went on around them at 
all, and even brother Christoph was totally detached and miles away from the world with all its trials and 
troubles. 

The whole village was already waiting for them outside the house. Brother Richard anxiously looked around - 
did they bring Brother Till here already? Would he put up a fight? Would he try to escape? And if so, then 
what? But no, Brother Till was nowhere in sight yet. Instead, Richard's gaze was captured by the big building 
where all this horror had started a fortnight ago. And there, he saw the girl. 

To say that she came out of the house didn't do the matter any justice. She appeared, like a queen would 
appear at the gate of her castle. Everyone was staring at her with their mouths agape as she strutted down 
the few steps and slowly made her way over to Father Christian. She kept her head bowed like a good 
daughter mourning for her parents should, but Richard noticed it nonetheless. This sparkle in her eyes. No, this 
gir! wasn't mourning at all. This girl had gotten what she wanted - a big house of her own, and, most probably, 
her freedom. The others didn't realize it, as it seemed, lost in their respective worlds as they were, but 
Brother Richard had seen it quite clearly. 

Suddenly, he heard someone singing. 

At first, he could not tell where it came from, but after listening for a few moments he realized that the 
song came from the village major's house and that the voice sounded strangely familiar. 

Brother Till. 

Brother Till, singing a 7e Deum. Good gracious, how could this man sing right now? And sing a hymn of praise, 
of all possible songs? 

The crowd started whispering when the front door was opened and they brought out Brother Till, a white hood 
over his head so that his face was hidden. And he sang. His voice was shaky, but he sang nonetheless as they 
slowly led him down the path to where a huge pile of brushwood waiting for him. 


At first, Richard thought that the people would lunge at him and try to lynch him with their bare hands, and 
it wasn't like he could not understand how they felt. They all, Richard himself, his brothers and even Brother 
Paul had been both disgusted and infinitely enraged when they had caught Brother Till, literally red-handed, 
after taking two lives. They had thrown him to the ground and beaten him up, had completely forgotten about 
their status as monks and priests and the placidity that should come with it. But now the first wave of wrath 
had washed over everyone, had ebbed away and the realization of what they were about to do set in Nobody 
moved a muscle. It was like the 7e Deum had tied their hands and glued their feet to the ground. 

Father Christian frowned. He didn't like what he saw and heard. And really, he intoned a different song, a Dies 
Irae, the hymn about judgment day that was usually part of the requiem mass. In a way, Father Christian's 
song was more appropriate than Brother Tills; this was a funeral, after all, even though the man they would 
bury today was walking in on his own two feet. The two different hymns started fighting with each other and 
produced an ugly cacophony. 

Richard had always loved Brother Till's voice, a voluminous baritone you could hear long before you saw the 
singer himself. Father Christian's voice was, like the whole guy, rather thin and scratchy in comparison and 
lacked any kind of emotion, but now, this voice tried to drown out the first one. 

Brother Till sang louder, his voice trembling even more. 

Father Christian raised his voice as well. 

The 7e Deum ended. Although his voice threatened to fail him, Brother Till began to sing an Ave Maria, and 
Brother Richard now understood why his brother in faith sang. He sang to stave off panic. Not to propitiate 
anyone, not to demonstrate faith or strength - Brother Till sang his last song solely because he tried to 
handle his fear of what lay ahead of him. His voice cracked again and again, but Brother Till sang, and slowly 
but surely, Richard felt something happening in his chest. It took a while before he realized what it was, but 
finally, he knew that he felt his own heart breaking. 

He looked around. 

The villagers still stood like spellbound 

Brother Christoph looked at his feet: 

Brother Paul stared into the nothing, his eyes wide open, his body rocking back and forth. The hymn he must 
have heard thousands of times in his life seemed to try and call his soul back into reality and Richard wished 
that Till would stop singing so that Paul would not get broken when the fire was lit. Brother Oliver obviously 
sensed the same and firmly pressed his left hand at Brother Paul's mangled back. The short man gasped in 
pain, but he closed his eyes and went very still 

Father Christian still kept on singing the Dies Irae, but he started to realize that no matter how hard he tried, 
his voice was not strong enough to drown Brother Till's, not even now that they had bound Till to the pole on 
top of the stake. Finally, he gave up and instead gave a sign to the men who had prepared the torches. Soon 
they all held one of them and, one by one, threw them at the stake. The dry wood quickly caught on fire. And 
Brother Till sang. 

He sang when the flames crawled up to his feet. 

He sang when the smoke invaded his lungs and turned his beautiful voice into hoarse croaks. 

He sang when the flames licked at his habit. There was no longer a recogrizable melody to it and the sounds he 
emitted turned into screams of agony when the white fabric really started burning, but still, he tried to sing 
until his voice finally gave out. The last thing Richard saw him doing before he was completely wrapped in 
flames was staring through the holes in his hood at where Father Christian stood with the girl and placed a 
gentle kiss on her forehead. Just moments later, the fire bit through the ropes that held Brother Till in place. 


When he slumped down, he was already dead. The fire ate away the hood that covered his head, and for a 
period of time that seemed like eternity to Brother Richard, Till stared at all of them through the flames until 
the pole he had been tied to had mercy, fell down and hid the dead man's face. And Richard knew that he 
would never be able to forget these eyes for as long as he lived. That he would never forget how it smelled to 
burn a human being to death. That he would never forget what it was like to hear them screaming. That he 
would never forget how it felt to be one of those who cast the first stone. 


They went back to the house only when the stake had turned into a pile of coal and ashes and nothing was left 
of Brother Till than a few charred bones and plenty of images, burned right into Richard's soul. Everyone was 
dead silent. His brothers knelt down in front of their small altar, with rigid bodies and sightless eyes. Just 
Brother Oliver kept on standing upright like a statue, his gaze fixed on Richard, as if he was waiting for 
something. Yes, Oliver knew; Richard could see it in his face. He knew about the terrible pain raging in his chest, 
about the screams resounding in his ears. He knew about his urge to bang his head against the wall to make 
the haunting sight of the skin burning off Brother Till's body go away. And he certainly knew about the dreams 
that were waiting for him in nightmareland. 

Richard looked at the scourge that still lay on the windowsill, where the man who used to be Brother Paul had 
left it. It was, as he realized only now, not one of those they all had used multiple times on this journey. This 
one had very small chips of stone woven into the still bloody red ropes, sharp as tiny little knives, designed to 
cut pieces out of people's bodies as well as out of people's minds. Richard ran his fingers over them before he 
took the whip and slowly placed it into Oliver's outstretched hand. 


"Teach me, my brother." 


THE END 


